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In elections held on Dec. 5, former president Rafael Caldera was elected to serve as Venezuela's
next president. According to final official results issued Dec. 9, Caldera received 30.95% of the vote.
The 77-year old Caldera, who ran as the candidate for a coalition of 17 small parties, will take office
Feb. 4 for a five-year term. In the 1940's, Caldera was a founder of the Christian Democratic (COPEI)
party. Although the elections were initially proclaimed free and fair by the country's Supreme
Electoral Council (CSE) and international observers, there have subsequently been widespread
reports of fraud in the ballot counting. Alleged manipulation of the results has especially hurt the
leftist Radical Cause (Causa R) party, led by Andres Velasquez. On voting day, approximately 5.6
million Venezuelans went to the polls to elect the president, 46 senators, 189 federal deputies, and
362 state representatives. Voter abstention was calculated at 43.8%. Nationwide, a total of 36,745
candidates representing 492 different parties and political organizations were listed on the ballots.
Voters in each of the country's 23 states were presented with two ballots, one for the national
contests and one for state positions, each ballot approximately 2 feet by 3 feet in size. At both the
national and state levels, half of all legislative seats were to be assigned on the basis of straight
party ticket votes, while the other half corresponded to votes cast directly for a specific candidate.
As of Dec. 10, the CSE had still not provided final results from the congressional or state races.
Nonetheless, unofficial tallies indicate that the top five political groups will share approximately
equal representation in the legislature: Causa R, National Convergence, Democratic Action (Accion
Democratica, AD), COPEI, and the Movement toward Socialism (Movimiento al Socialismo, MAS).
Caldera unlikely to live up to campaign promises This was the sixth time Caldera has run for
president, and only his second victory, having served as president from 1969-1974. Although he
worked more than 50 years with COPEI, in 1992 Caldera quit the party after failing to secure the
nomination for president. He then went on to forge an eclectic coalition of 17 small parties ranging
from communists to supporters of former right-wing military governments under the banner of
"National Convergence." The president-elect has pledged to form an "efficient, vigorous, and
honest" administration and said he will push for constitutional reforms aimed at establishing a
more parliamentary-style government headed by a prime minister. Such changes would allow the
president to dissolve the congress and call new elections, and would also permit voters to remove
the president by referendum. During the campaign, candidate Caldera ran on a platform which
included promises to end rampant corruption and to conduct a thorough revision of the economic
program initiated in 1988 by former president Carlos Andres Perez. Perez was removed from office
in May 1993 by congress on corruption charges. Caldera emphatically declared, "I am against
this epidemic of privatizations by people who consider that everything will be resolved by selling
everything that we have." Caldera also promised to renegotiate the country's foreign debt, impose a
freeze on gasoline prices, and abolish a new national sales tax. Several factors suggest that Caldera
will face significant obstacles in trying to follow through on his ambitious campaign promises. First,
given the high abstention rate plus Caldera's relatively narrow margin of victory, he clearly does not
enjoy a strong popular mandate. Second, he will not be able to count on a stable bloc of support in
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the legislature. In addition, Caldera will have to contend with a deepening economic crisis, growing
social discontent, and unrest among various sectors of the military, which were responsible for
launching two coup attempts against Perez in 1992. Moreover, even if Caldera overcomes these
difficulties and manages to forge enough political space for his own policies, it remains to be seen
if he is truly committed to his campaign promises. Indications emerged even before the Dec. 5
vote that candidate Caldera was presenting one face to the electorate and a very different face to
the international business community. In the months leading up to the elections, Caldera's top
advisers quietly travelled to the US and other countries to reassure investors that the populist and
nationalist rhetoric employed in the Caldera campaign was strictly for domestic consumption, aimed
at increasing his chances of winning the election. Fernando Egana, a Caldera aide, insisted in a
recent interview that "Caldera's record is completely opposed to the statist, populist image." Andres
Duarte Vivas, the president of a Caracas trading company, told the New York Times, "Caldera has
got a lot of double talk. But circumstances will dictate that he take a very pragmatic approach. On
privatization and economic reform, he is not going to backtrack." Indeed, following his victory at
the polls, Caldera was quick to retreat from promises made during the campaign. For example,
on Dec. 6 Caldera declined to say whether he would pardon military rebels involved in the two
1992 coup attempts, in contrast to his earlier statements clearly advocating such a move. He also
recognized that some elements of the economic reforms implemented by Perez are irreversible,
saying "You can't replace a neoliberal orthodoxy with another form of orthodoxy. Any changes will
have to take into account the reality of the country." Parties protest fraud Although few instances
of irregularities were reported on Dec. 5, widespread charges of fraud in the subsequent vote
count have emerged. Caldera's presidential victory itself has not been questioned. But Causa R has
vigorously protested manipulation of the results regarding the runner-up spot behind Caldera.
They cite the fact that Causa R presidential candidate Andres Velasquez steadily maintained second
place with approximately 24% of the vote in the first, second, and third electoral result bulletins
issued by the CSE. But then the party suddenly slipped to fourth place with only 21% of the vote in
the fourth, fifth, and final bulletins. At the same time, AD presidential candidate Claudio Fermin
jumped from fourth to second place. According to Causa R, the inconsistency is due to the fact that
the CSE invalidated about half of all electoral returns in the presidential race from Caracas and
the neighboring city of Miranda, key party strongholds. Velasquez threatened to "mobilize all of
Venezuela" in protest if his standing as first runner-up is not restored. Meanwhile, representatives
from both the National Convergence and Causa R have alleged that electoral officials from the
COPEI and AD parties which have dominated Venezuelan electoral politics for more than 35 years
deliberately committed errors in validating and counting ballots from congressional and state races
in an effort to both favor their own parties and to create uncertainty regarding results of all the
electoral races. National Convergence representatives said they plan to call for an official recount in
these contests. In response to the growing reports of vote manipulation, Attorney General Ramon
Escovar Salom temporarily ordered the CSE to suspend the vote count on Dec. 8. Nevertheless, the
CSE issued its official results from the presidential race on Dec. 9. The final CSE results confirmed
Fermin in second place with 23.6% of the vote, COPEI candidate Oswaldo Alvarez Paz in third place
with 22.7%, and Velasquez in fourth with 21.9%. On Dec. 9, Escovar Salom said he would intervene
in the vote-counting process in the state and congressional races, "to avoid the fraud of previous
elections." He added that, although Caldera's victory could not be questioned, the other results in
the presidential contest remain unresolved. "I am not willing to accept any electoral manipulation,
nor will I allow Causa R's rights to be trampled," he said. "This is a legitimate party in Venezuela
and I must support their rights just like those of the other political parties." (Sources: Inter Press
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